Effect of indoor environmental factors on development of atopic symptoms in children followed up to 4 years of age.
The increased prevalence of atopic diseases reported in many Western countries is thought to be caused by changes in living conditions. For a long time attention was focused on indoor environmental factors and early feeding patterns, but during recent years other factors have received more attention. An unselected, Swedish, population-based cohort of 904 children were followed from the age of 3 months to 4 years. Questionnaires were sent to the mothers of the children when they were 3 months, 18 months and 4 years of age. A blood sample was taken from a subgroup of the children when they were 4 years old which was analysed for IgE specific antibodies to food and inhalant allergens. The prevalences of asthma, allergic eye-nose reactions, eczema, and food reactions at 4 years of age and a positive blood test were analysed as outcome factors. Features of housing and early feeding patterns were found to have limited effect on the development of allergies in the children. Presence of older siblings resulted in a decreased tendency to produce IgE antibodies. Early exposure to furry animals seemed to prevent the development of asthma. Children who were frequently infected up to 18 months of age showed an increased prevalence of allergic symptoms at 4 years of age. Children of mothers with a higher prevalence of complaints about indoor factors, or who had increased general symptoms or skin or mucous membrane symptoms ran a greater risk of developing various allergic symptoms. However, these children did not have higher levels of IgE antibodies. The reported allergic symptoms in the children may be due to non-immunological reactions, although it is also possible that the mothers may have over-reported such symptoms.